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Abstract 

The Dark Holds No Terrors is written by Shashi Deshpande, one of the prominant 

voices of Indian literature. she has created a place for herself in the galaxy of Indian  woman 

novelists in English. She excels in projecting a realistic picture of Indian middle class 

educated women who though financially independent are confronting the dilemma of 

existence. She boldly expresses the problem of woman and their quest for identity. 

Deshpande exposes the traditional method of preferring a boy instead of a girl. Even the 

mother is dejected when she begets a female child. The parents thinks that the boy will take 

care of the parents when the parents become aged whereas a girl expects  dowry and leaves 

the parents. Sarita, the protagonist of the novel The Dark Holds No Terrors, represented as an 

embryonic woman of the present industrial age, who yearns to achieve individuality and the 

real self identity without changing the cultural and traditional conversions of the society. 

Sarita's questioning and reasoning  develops when she grow up and she is unable to tolerate 

this discrimination. Sarita's mother believed that a girl is a liability and a boy is an asset. This 

paper deals with the discrimination on gender basis and how the woman is portrayed as an 

oppressed and pathetic embodiment of human suffering. It also explores the  gender 

discrimination shown by parents towards their daughter and their desire to have a male child, 

as this is the very clear picture of Indian society.  
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“One is not born, but rather becomes a woman. It is civilisation as a whole that 

produces this   creatures which is described as feminine” 

       Simone de Beauvoir 

 From time immemorial, gender relations is the root cause of woman's repression. 

People are born with sex, but acquires gender. It is not innate or given, rather it is constructed 

by human beings. It is the cultural roles and the cultural definition of behaviour defined as 

appropriate to the sexes in a given society at a given time. Our society being patriarchal and 

gender oriented, the position of woman here is an unequal one. Ideologies and taboos of 

society impose gender on a child after birth. The male child is teased for behaving like girls 

whereas a female child is admonished for behaving like boys. They are imposed with set 

patterns of code of conduct which shape them into the desired roles. Patriarchy transmutes a 

woman to be docile, frail, timid and emotional. 

“Humanity is male and man defines woman not in herself but as relative to him; she is 

not regarded as an autonomous being .... she is defined and differentiated with reference to 

man, and not he with reference to her. She is the incidental and inessential as opposed to the 

essential. He is the subject, he is the absolute and she is the other” 

       Simon De Beauvoir 

This unequal position of male and female in India is poignantly foregrounded by 

Shashi Deshpande in her novel The Dark Holds No Terrors. The discriminating socio- 

cultural values, the ingrained ideologies, attitudes and social practices which cripple the 

personality of a girl child are highlighted in the novel. The protagonist of the novel Sarita or 

Saru is a sentient, strong willed individual who objects to being held back because of her 

gender. She tried to create her life on her own terms which is an act of survival and resistance 

in patriarchy. She epitomises the liberation of the self from the shackles of gender injustice 
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which is rampantly present in the society. 

Deshpande is the first writer to record the heartthrobs of a career woman who is the 

victim of mother's gender based bias and also a victim of a sadist husband. Deshpande was 

born in 1938 in Dharwad district in Karnataka. She is the second daughter of famous 

Kannada dramatist and writer Sriranga. She published her first collection of short stories in 

1978 and her first novel “The Dark Holds No Terrors” in 1980. She won the Sahithya 

Academy award for the novel “That Long Silence” in 1990 and the Padmasree award in 

2009. Deshpande portrays a heart touching tale of injustice, violence, guilt and terror through 

the character of Sarita. Saru suffers gender injustice right from her birth. She wanted fair 

treatment along with her brother from childhood. Saru's parents treated them unequally. They 

favoured their son always. Even her father maintained a distance from her. He had 

conversation with Dhruva. He used to take him out on the bike with him. Saru's mother told  

“It rained heavily the day you were born, it was terrible”. And somehow it seemed to 

Saru that it was her birth that was terrible for her mother, not the rains (Deshpande 169). 

Through her words, it is clear that as a female she was unwanted and she represents 

thousands of girls who are unwanted. It is considered that girls are the business of mothers, 

but here Saru says; “But my  mother had nothing for me, either whose business was I then?” 

(Deshpande 105). Saru was prohibited from entering the kitchen or the pooja room during her 

periods. She was made to sleep on a straw mat covered with a thin sheet. She was given drink 

and food in  special cup and plate and was served from distance. All  these enraged the 

adolescent girl who was treated as pollution. Saru was introduced to the traditional ' do's ' and 

'don’t s' set down for the female by her mother. 

 “Don't go out in the sun, you will get even darker. 

 Who cares? 

 We have to care if you don't. We have to get you married. 
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 I don't want to get married. 

 Will you live with us all your life? 

 Why not? 

 You can't. 

 And Dhruva? 

 He is different. He is a boy”  (Deshpande 45) 

After  the death of her brother Dhruva, instead of getting more importance for being 

the only surviving daughter, her tortures increased in leaps and bounds. For no reason, her 

mother stick to the fact that Saru was the cause of her brother's death. She accused her 

always. The dead seemed to matter than the alive. Her mother always said that “...why didn't 

you die? Why are you alive  when he is dead” (Deshpande 191). This accusation haunted 

Saru so much that even she blamed herself for her brother's drowning. Saru also made to live 

with the guilt that she was the murderer. She said that “I didn't. Truly I didn't. It was an 

accident. I loved him, my little brother. I tried to save him. Truly I tried. But I couldn't. And I 

ran away. Yes, I ran away. I admit that. But I didn't kill him” (Deshpande 146)  

Saru had made up her mind to be a doctor and show her mother that she too can 

achieve something in life like any boy. She worked hard and got admission in a medical 

college in Bombay. But her mother opposed it vehemently and said that she is a responsibility 

to get rid off and Saru herself asked, “Is that all Iam, a responsibility” (Deshpande 144). Saru, 

who was hungry for love and affection falls madly in love with Manohar. Her mother, a 

representative of traditional orthodox society, doesn't want her daughter to get married to a 

person of lower cast. When Manu's teacher prof. Kulkarni had approached her for 

reconciliation, she had reacted even more viciously. “Daughter? I don't have any daughter, I 

had a son and he  died. Now I am childless” (Deshpande 196). She had cursed Saru for her 

unhappiness and to have a life of sorrow. The early years of their love and marriage had been 
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an exalting one, but then some kind of incurable disease attacked her marriage, she became a 

victim once again due to the unequal status of men and women in the society. Marital bliss 

eluded for Saru as soon as her husband turns maniac and inflicts tortures on her in the dark of 

their bedroom. Earlier, he had been the young man and Saru his bride. But after Saru became 

the doctor, she was the lady doctor and he was her husband. 

“ a+b they told as in mathematics is equal to b +a. But here a+b was  definitely 

 not equal to b + a . It became a monstrously un balanced equation, lopsided, 

 unequal, impossible. (Deshpande 42) . The volcanic frustration of Manu which 

erupted at night as monstrous invasion of her body. He became a stranger at night. It was a 

face she had never seen. A man she didn't know. She believed that it was just a nightmare and 

wanted to forget it. 

If Saru's life is divided in to two faces before and after her marriage, in both of these 

faces, she is victimised due to her gender. She decides at the end that she will not remain 

silent, she will raise her voice against all the odds, fears and pains of discrimination. The 

principal theme of “The Dark Holds No Terrors” is women's quest for self exploration and 

struggle to free themselves from the restriction imposed by society, culture and nature. The 

novel focuses on the women's awareness of her predicament, her wanting to be recognised as 

a person than a woman. It explodes the myth of man's and unquestionable superiority and the 

myth of woman being a martyr and a paragon of all virtues. Women have to face all the 

discrimination and oppression in the patriarchal society, but the tragedy is that womAn also 

becomes the very enemy of another woman. 

"Men have committed the greatest crime against women. Insidiously, violently, they 

have led them to hate women,to be their own enemies, to mobilize their immense 

strength against themselves, to be the the executants of their virile needs” 

                                                                                    Helene cixous 
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